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DESCENT INTO GREATNESS 
 

Text: Philippians 2:5-11 
 

The Supremacy of Jesus Christ (Part 2) 
 
Theme: The journey to greatness must go by way of humble servanthood. 
 

Philippians 2:5-11, the passage of Scripture we are going to examine this 
morning is one of the biblical masterpieces, if not the biblical masterpiece, that captures 
The Supremacy of Jesus Christ. One commentator compared this to the Mt. Everest 
among the peaks of revelation concerning the person of Jesus Christ.  

 
Though our focus of attention will be limited to these seven verses, I want to 

make sure that we read this passage in its immediate context. Paul is appealing to the 
believers in Philippi to do all that they can in to remain united as one. To do this, Paul 
says, will require a spirit or disposition of humility. To clinch his argument Paul pulls out 
the trump card. You want to know what humility is then “your attitude should be the 
same as that of Christ Jesus.” 

 
Read Philippians 2:1-11 
 
Before I take us into this theologically rich, precisely worded text I want to frame 

our discussion around some considerations of larger issues to which this text could 
apply in our lives and attitudes. I will get to my role as professor in a moment, for I 
know that it is the way I am viewed by many of you. My concern is that we could look 
at the life of pre-existent Son of God who came from heaven to the cross and be 
impressed again with the extent to which Christ was willing to make himself nothing on 
our behalf. We could applaud and walk away not seeing how His Descent into 
Greatness might inform the way we are to live. It is similar to the way we feel about 
Mother Teresa. We admire her but not very many of us want to live like she did. We 
admire Jesus but do we really want to live like him?  

 
So come with me on some considerations of what the humility of Jesus might 

mean in a couple of areas of our life. How does Jesus’ humility inform our ambitions, 
our strivings after success and greatness? How even, and here is a controversial topic, 
does the model of Jesus’ humility intersect the rough and tumble world of politics?  

 
On this first issue of aspiration and motivation, do we truly aspire to humility as 

the distinguishing characteristic as a follower of Christ? Or does this quality frankly get 
washed out by the competing cultural value that actually rewards arrogance, power, 
and wealth? 
 



 
 

© Greg Ogden / Christ Church of Oak Brook                                                                      2 

The icon today of arrogance, power and wealth might be Donald Trump. Donald 
Trump actually believes that we all secretly want to be like him. He has said so. He 
believes that we would trade places with him in a heartbeat, if we could. His 
perspective is that we all envy his capacity to close the billion dollar deal and the 
adrenalin rush that goes with it. We would love to have our names immortalized on 
buildings like the Trump Towers. Wouldn’t it be great to have so much such power over 
people that we could say, “You’re fired!”  
 

Is Donald Trump right? James and John, two of Jesus’ inner circle, apparently 
shared Donald Trump’s view of greatness. They had come to believe that Jesus as the 
Messiah was about ready to ascend his throne and assume rule over Israel like King 
David had in the glory days. Believing Jesus’ ascent was imminent they approached Him 
on the sly out of earshot of the other ten and asked if they could sit on his right and left 
hand when he came into power. They had tipped their hand. They believed greatness 
meant being near the center of authority. They said to themselves, “We could be 
something if we can bask in the glory of the king. If people can see us on the top, we 
will have it made.” 
 

When the other ten heard about this surreptitious end run, Mark’s gospel tells us 
that they were indignant. Why? They experienced it as a betrayal. James and John had 
broken ranks and tried to get a jump on the rest of them. Forget teamwork. They were 
looking out for themselves. The ten were also probably upset that they had not thought 
about getting their request in first. It is into this teachable moment that Jesus 
completely flips their understanding of greatness and success. “He who wants to be 
great must be a servant of all” (Mark 10:43). 
 

Do we buy this? Do we hear these words as nice platitudes on a Sunday, and yet 
flip right back into being James and John, driven by what Donald Trump thinks we all 
want to be? When we think of greatness or success, what really motivates us? Is it 
financial reward and climbing to the top of our profession? In our minds, when have we 
“made it”? In the Christian community, when someone says they have been “blessed” 
by God, what does that usually mean? Does it mean that we have a well-appointed 
home, and descent kids who are doing well? What does “doing well” actually mean for 
our children? I often think it means that our kids have qualified for a fairly prestigious 
academic institution and are on a path for a lucrative career. What if a child graduates 
from a quality educational institution and then says, “I am planning to serve God by 
being a teacher in an inner city school making poverty wages, or I am planning to raise 
my own support and go serve in a Christian ministry in Africa.” Are we as parents 
thinking, “I sure hope they get over that soon and get a real job! I didn’t pay tuition for 
this.” When I tell people that my daughter is a pediatric rheumatologist on the faculty 
of a major university the response is often, “You must be so proud.” And frankly, “I 
am.” My chest swells a little. My wife and I can bask in the reflected glory of her 
success. But would I be as proud if she had chosen a profession that does not have the 
same status as a doctor?  
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If we were to move into the world of politics, what place does humility have? Is 

politics just assumed to be that place where raw power rules the day? When it comes to 
elections, isn’t it a winner takes all atmosphere? As Vince Lombardi was famous for 
saying, “Winning isn’t everything, it is the only thing.” We say, “Nice guys finish last.”  
We have no time for losers in politics. Running for office and losing because you have 
stood for your principles may get you admiration in your family, but not much beyond. 
We just don’t remember the losers. Our President is criticized by some for going around 
the world apologizing for the mistakes that the United States has made as if admitting 
any error is a sign of weakness. But wouldn’t humility in principle mean that we would 
be the first to honestly confess our sin, if we are a godly nation. The Scripture tells us 
that God dwells in the smallest heart that is willing to come before him in rapt honesty. 
When have we seen our political leaders acting like King David who confessed before a 
nation saying, “The sacrifices acceptable to God are a broken spirit; a broken and 
contrite heart, O God, you will not despise” or “against you and you only have I sinned 
and done what is evil in your sight. (Psalm 51:17, 4).  
 

OK, it is at this point that I am fearful of losing you. I am afraid you won’t hear 
another thing I have to say. Try to file away for the moment those email messages you 
will want to send me. I don’t want us to just admire Jesus, I want to explore what it 
truly means to take on the mind of Christ in the midst of the real world in which we live.  

 
I am compelled to ask myself this morning, do I believe that humility and true 

greatness is to be the servant of all? This is the very mark of the One we claim to 
follow. Paul tells us that “your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus.” In 
Romans 12:2 Paul says similarly, “Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this 
world, but be transformed in the renewing of your mind…” What does a renewed mind 
look like? It looks like Jesus.  
 

This leads us back to The Supremacy of Jesus Christ as portrayed in this 
masterpiece of the Apostle Paul. It is commonly thought that what we have here is 
poetry that served as a hymn sung by the early church. Pliny, the Roman governor of 
Bythinia, wrote to the Roman Emperor Trajan early in the second century that 
Christians were in the habit “of meeting before dawn on a stated day and singing to 
Christ as a god.” This hymn breaks down neatly into three stanzas: The first stanza is 
about Jesus’ renunciation of his prerogatives as God who has existed as God from all 
eternity; the second stanza has to do with the humiliation of the incarnation that ends 
on the cross; and the third stanza is His exaltation to the highest order because of His 
willingness to be disgraced on our behalf.  So the pattern is renunciation, 
humiliation, exaltation. 
 

We will look at verses 6-8 is very careful detail, because it is written precisely so 
that each word or phrase is carefully chosen and packed with meaning.  
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Stanza 1: Renunciation (Phil. 2:6-7a) 
 
 “Who, being in very nature God, 
 Did not count equality with God 
 Something to be grasped 
 But made himself nothing.” 
 

 Jesus’ journey toward us started in eternity and came into time. Let’s look at this 
a word or phrase at time to capture the precision of thought here. 

 
 “Who, being in the very nature God”. The word translated “being” could also be 
translated “was”, “though he was in the form of God.” The word is in the imperfect 
tense in the Greek which indicates continuous past existence. Prior to his incarnation 
Jesus existed indefinitely in the “form of God.” There was never a time when Jesus was 
not in the form of God. 

 
“Being in the very nature (form) of God”: NIV translates the word “form” 

here as “nature” because the word form can be misleading to our ears. When we think 
of being in the form of God we might think of a reasonable facsimile, a copy, or a highly 
skilled forgery, but not actually the real thing. But the Greek language is very precise 
and has two words for form. The one not used here, but we will encounter in the 
second stanza, is the word schema. This means outward changeable form. It is like the 
chameleon who changes it colors to fit into the flora and fauna. Paul uses schema in I 
Cor. 7:31, when he says that “the form (schema) of this world is passing away.” As a 
man I will have gone through many outward forms, as a baby, child, adolescent, adult, 
and now senior adult. But there is another word for form which is the word morphe, 
from which we get the popular word morph. If schema is outward changeable form, 
then morphe has to do with the inner essence of something that never changes. In 
other words, “Jesus possessed inwardly and displayed outwardly the very nature of 
God.”  

 
“Who, being in the very nature God, He did not consider equality with God, something 
to be grasped…” This phrase “something to be grasped”  has stirred some 
controversy. For those, such as the Jehovah’s Witnesses, who deny the deity and 
eternality of Jesus Christ, they translate the Greek word here to mean that Jesus did 
not consider equality with something “to be snatched or grabbed for.” The New World 
Translation, the official Bible of the Jehovah’s Witness, translates this text, that Jesus 
“gave no consideration to a seizure, namely, that he should be equal to God.” He did 
not attempt like Satan to seize equality with God as a prized possession. But there are 
two better possibilities that are consistent with the words we have already examined 
and with the core of Jesus motivation. We could translate this, He did not consider 
equality with God something to “clutch hold of or cling to.” He did not hug to himself 
the privileges or status of equality with God. Or even more phenomenally we could 
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translate this “Jesus did not equality with God something to take advantage of.” In 
other words, Jesus was willing to be treated beneath his dignity.  

 
Think of the critical time in Jesus’ ministry when he might have been tempted to 

pull out the divinity card and call off this incarnation thing. He had been arrested in the 
Garden of Gethsemane. The soldiers had come under the cover of darkness lighting the 
night with their torches. Judas betrayed Jesus with a kiss, identifying him as the one 
the soldiers were to take into custody. This prompts Peter to pull out a sword to fight 
against this injustice and in so doing whacks off the ear of a servant. Jesus steps in to 
heal the servant and to tell Peter to put away his sword. Then Jesus says, “Do you not 
think I cannot call on my Father, and he will at once put at my disposal more that 
twelve legions of angels?” (Matt. 26:53). If ever Clark Kent wanted to go into the phone 
booth and walk out as Superman right in front of their eyes, this would certainly be the 
time. I can’t imagine the divine restraint here. I would have said, “I am sorry, Father. I 
can’t do this any longer. I refuse to take this indignity. They must know who I am.” 

 
Gerald Hawthorne translates the intent accurately, “Precisely because Jesus was 

in the nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped.” 
Consistent with whom God is from all eternity he is able to lay aside his divine 
advantage for us. 

 
“But made himself nothing” or as other translations say, “emptied himself.” In 

theology we know this as the “kenosis”, from the verb here kenao. Emptied himself of 
what? Certainly not of his divinity. Can God ever cease to be God? He emptied himself 
of the status and rights of the glory of God. He stripped himself of all privileges and 
made himself of no reputation. Jesus renounced the right to His rights. What a distance 
he came! 

 
 When I think of this long journey Jesus to enter into our world, I am reminded of 
the missionary in the Cameroons in West Africa was explaining the American custom of 
giving gifts at Christmas. She summed it up by saying that Christmas gifts were an 
expression of joy to God and love for our friends because of Jesus’ coming into the 
world. A few days later on Christmas morning a native boy brought to her a beautiful 
seashell as a present. The amazed teacher asked him where he got such a lovely shell. 
To boy replied with the obvious, “At the seashore.” “But”, she objected, “That’s 30 
miles away!” The boy replied, “Long journey part of gift.”  

 
In this journey to us, Jesus renounced his privilege and status of his divinity. 

But this was only the beginning that leads to the second stanza.  
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Stanza 2: Humiliation (Philippians 2:7b-8) 
 
 “Taking the very nature of a servant,  
 Being made in human likeness,  
 And being found in appearance as man, 
 He humbled himself  
 And became obedient unto death— 
 Even death on a cross.” 
 

 His humiliation as the God-man expressed itself in taking on the very nature 
(form) of a servant. We have already met the word morphe, saying that form or nature 
has to do with the essence of who one is. There outward behavior is consistent with 
their inward nature. J. I. Packer puts it like this, “Jesus was not God minus some 
elements of His deity, but God plus all that he had made his own by taking manhood to 
Himself.” A servant God is who God is. 

 
Jesus was not play acting when he took up the role of a household slave. This is 

what divinity does. You will recall how Jesus dramatized the very essence of how the 
disciples were to deport themselves. We are told that the disciples entered the Upper 
Room the night before Jesus was to go to the cross, still arguing amongst each other as 
to whom was the greatest. Since they were jockeying for position and still had the view 
that greatness meant that someone should pay homage to them, it never occurred to 
any of them to play the role of the servant and wash each other’s feet. So Jesus being 
the very nature of a servant did not find it at all beneath his dignity to take of up the 
role of the very lowest in that society. So undignified was washing the feet of another 
that it was not even required of a Jewish servant, this role was reserved only for Gentile 
slaves, women or children. Jesus told his disciples that He did to serve as an example 
for what they were to do as well.  

 
Though this text leads to the greatest act of servanthood, the cross, Jesus 

models here that servanthood is found in the little acts of thoughtfulness and kindness. 
It is awareness of the needs of others in our space and taking the initiative to serve. 
For example, it means moving to the center of the pew when you arrive so that when 
others arrive they don’t have to step over you. It might mean that we practice servant 
parking. Those of us who are able bodied will intentionally park further away from the 
building so that those who are less able will have easy access. It may mean arriving 
early to a meeting to make sure those who are leading have what they need and the 
chairs are in their proper place. It is having eyes to see because you are treating others 
are better than yourselves.  

 
There are two words for servant in the Greek language. One is the word 

diakonos from which we get the word deacon. This is one who takes their time and 
talents, uses them on behalf of others, but is free to come and go. But the word used 
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here is “doulos” used here to describe Jesus, is better translated “slave”. This is one 
who has no rights, but is totally serves at the behest of the master. He does whatever 
the master tells him to do. 

 
“Being made in human likeness, being found in the appearance (form) as man”: 

This means that Jesus was truly human in all ways just us as we noted in the Hebrews 
text last Sunday that “Jesus shared in flesh and blood.” But the word translated 
appearance is the word schema, meaning being was a temporary or transitional state. 
He would not remain permanently human as we shall see.  

 
But in this human form “he humbled himself and became obedient unto death—

even death on the cross.” Here is a truly amazing point. Jesus chose death. We have no 
choice about death. Death will hunt us all down. We don’t even have much choice 
about how we will die. Jesus said, “The reason my Father loves me is that I lay down 
my life—only to take it up again. No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own 
accord. I have authority to lay it down and authority to take it up” (John 10:17-18). The 
cross didn’t come about because political forces got out of control and Jesus got 
trapped in these cross currents. Jesus was fully in control of his own destiny. He didn’t 
have to die on the cross. He chose to.  

 
 Jesus chose the most hideous manner a person could have been executed in 
those days. I have watched the movie The Passion of the Christ 3 different times, but I 
have yet to see the whole movie. I have to turn away during the scourging of Jesus’ 
back with the 39 lashes and the excruciating violence of the cross. But the moment in 
the film that touched me deeply was when Jesus was being laid out on the cross, he 
assisted His Roman executioners by moving his body into position as if to say, you 
cannot take my life from me, I give it up on my own accord.  

 
It is this act that woos worship from us. He wins our affection. The Charles 

Wesley hymn, And Can It Be? captures so well what we have covered so far. 
 
 “And can it be that I should gain 
 An interest in the Savior’s blood? 
 Died he for me who caused his shame, 
 For me who Him to death pursued? 
 Amazing love how can it be that thou 
 My God shouldst die for? 
 
 He left His Father’s Throne above,  
 So free, so infinite His grace 
 Emptied Himself of all but love, 
 And bled for Adam’s helpless race.  
 Amazing love how can it be that Thou 
 My God shouldst die for me? 
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 When the Soviet Union was under communist control they would periodically 
send KGB agents to the nation’s churches on a Sunday morning. One agent was struck 
by the devotion of a woman kissing the feet of a life-size carving of Jesus on the cross. 
“Grandmother,” he said, “Are you also prepared to kiss the feet of the beloved general 
secretary of our great Communist party?” “Why, of course,” came the immediate reply, 
“But only if you crucify him first.”  

 
“Your attitude should the same as that of Christ Jesus.” Henri Nouwen has 

captured the implications of the downward trajectory of Jesus’ life. “Jesus’ compassion 
is characterized by a downward pull. That is what disturbs us. We cannot even think 
about ourselves in terms other than an upward pull, an upward mobility in which we 
strive for better lives, higher salaries, and more prestigious positions. Thus, we are 
deeply disturbed by a God who embodies downward mobility. Instead of striving for a 
higher position, more power, more influence, Jesus moves, as Karl Barth say, from 
‘heights to the depth, from victory to defeat, from riches to poverty, from triumph to 
suffering, from life to death.” Jesus’ whole life and mission involved accepting 
powerlessness and revealing in this powerlessness the limitless love of God.” Is not 
sacrificial love the true power of the universe?  

 
This then leads us to the triumphant third stanzas. Because of Jesus’ willingness 

to go to the depths, God raised him to the heights. 
 
Stanza 3: Exaltation (Philippians 2:9-11) 
 
 “Therefore God exalted him to the highest place 
 And gave him the name that is above every name 
 That at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, 
 In heaven and on earth and under the earth, 
 And every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord 
 To the glory of God the Father.” 
 

 Interestingly enough, this statement of the exaltation of Jesus was and is a 
political statement. Jesus is given the name above all names. And what is that? Jesus 
Christ is Lord. Every orthodox Jewish person reading this would be offended. To the 
Jews claiming that Jesus is Lord, would have meant that the unpronounceable, sacred 
name of God that was revealed to Moses as “I am who I am”, is now revealed to be 
name of Jesus.  

 
The Romans Emperors of Jesus’ day considered themselves, kurios or Lord. 

Caesar Augustus, who was emperor at Jesus’ birth, was considered the first true 
Emperor over the Roman world because it was united under him.  Augustus, as the 
name implies, the august one, called himself kurios, and considered himself, the son of 
god, who came to restore all creation. But in the midst of the Roman world there was a 
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Jesus movement led by a rabbi who announced the kingdom of God. He was 
considered a God who had been crucified but now raised from the dead, and whose 
followers said that “Jesus is Lord”, not Caesar. Where does the ultimate power lie? 
Rome is no more. The Caesars are only a faint memory. When the believers were 
forced to choose they subverted the political power of the day, by refusing to say, 
“Caesar is Lord”, because there was only one Lord, “Jesus Christ is Kurios”.  

 
Abraham Kuyper, the famous Dutch theologian and former Prime Minister of the 

Netherlands, is well known for his saying, “In the total expanse of human life there is 
not a single square inch of which the Christ, who alone is sovereign, does not declare, 
'That is mine!'” Jesus said of himself, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been 
given to me.” How much authority? All authority in heaven, on earth, and under the 
earth, meaning the powers of evil.  

 
One day this will be not only something we confess to be true, but “every tongue 

will confess that Jesus Christ is Lord to the glory of God the Father.” All of history is 
moving toward a climax at the feet of Jesus. On that day of reckoning some will be 
dragged kicking and screaming into the presence of Jesus and be forced against their 
will to bend their knee. Their faces will turn to horror and hatred because they have not 
loved Jesus. On the other hand, does your heart and my heart long for that day when 
we will see Jesus face to face? Will we love his appearing? If Jesus were to enter this 
room right now I trust that we would gladly drop to our knees with a beatific vision and 
confess with the apostle Thomas, “My Lord and My God.”  

 
 

Discussion Guide: 
  

1. Interact with the issues with Pastor Ogden raises around what true humility looks like 
regarding our personal ambitions and our political life? 

 
2. Is it naïve to believe that humility can actually be expressed in the rough and tumble 
of raw politics? Yes or No. Why or why not? 

 
3. Renunciation (Phil. 2:6-7a): What does it mean that Jesus gave up the “rights to 
his rights” as God to become one with us? 

 
4. Humiliation (Phil. 2:7b-8): Jesus was willing to be treated beneath his dignity as 
the God-man, by going all the way to the cross. What amazes you about this? 

 
5. How do we translate the servant-God’s willing sacrifice into the way we deport 
ourselves even in the Christian community? 

 
6. Exaltation (Phil. 2:9-11): Try to visualize the moment in your own words, the 
moment when “every tongue will confess that Jesus Christ is Lord.”  
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7. Can you honestly say that you long for the time when you can knee before Jesus 
face to face and in full affection share your adoration of Him? Yes or No. Why or Why 
not?  

 


